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The women's libérgtian_mavemant has as its purpose, altering
woman's ZEEECiGuSEESS? and in such a2 way as to bring about deep and
lastinz social ghangé. For this reason it is by its own déslgn and
intention a revolutlonary movement, although not in the usual sense

of ths= »d. For the most part, rather than vsing violence as a means

to transform social relationships and to create new political structures

D]

as rfarx and Lenin d1d, the women's liberation movement wants to persuade
wonan thzt she lives in a stéte of oppression, and, bringing;har to
this rsalization, to provide her with the means of breaking the shackles
of her psychological bondage. Once liberated she will be a new psrson
in the hurman sense, 2nd she will by her own rigﬁt and through her own
voliticn occurny a diff%fentipasitlDﬁ in society. An indispensable
instrument by which the movement hoves to realize these sweeplng
changes is its rhestorle, and a primary way in which this is dona, 1is
throuzh consclousness-ralsing.

CDﬁSQiSHSBESSefElSiEg:iS essentlally small group discussion. Its
goal 1s to enlizhten women to their opprression by men, and its effect

ecrultment of women to the cause of women's liberation. Juliet
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fitchell in Woman's Zstate says that "many liberationists see.consclous-

of the most important contributions of the movement

W

ness-ralsing as ons

to a new politics."t

4 woman's decision to upset the stétusqué in her home, on her job,
end in politics, is risky, and the group facilitates her determination
to take a chance. It do=s so m@fe dramatically than disseminating
information through 11t%ratﬁre’siﬁee, as has been shown in many studies,

D3 neve tha.?r@clivity to take greater risks than separate persons

- Individually. Canaciausness—raising'h%l@s womeh by alléﬁting



them safe time and space to share their painful experliences and
outraged feslings as members of thE "second sex." Among the g@mﬁgn
tnemes voiced in c@n:ciau nesqifaising.are those familiar to the
women's movement. VWomen, for the most part, have internalized
other women. They have taken their identity from the man to whom
they are attached, and view themselves as "the doctor's wife," or
"Madeline's mother." Many women see the care of their house and
children as valueless work; Germaine Greer calls women "the most
oprressed class of life-contracted, unpaild workers."

In consclousness-ralsing individual women lesarn their problems
are not uniaque., Thelr éifficuities in adjusting to demeaning dayato—:
day exlstence are shared by a class that has been relegated to an
untenable position by the power structure: the pérscnal 1s political.

A group in a discussion may be defined as: individuals interacting
througn oral communication, so that each member is aware of each ctner

parson; 1individuals accepting the common aspirations of the group

as

A

as thelr own, and; thereby ga;ning some satisfaction from the accompani-
ment of the group's goals. GCroups develop norms, and rales, and build 7
interpersonal feelings. This results In the interdevendence of members,4
Conscliousness-raising groups are composed solely of women for several

rzasons. First, it allows women to build feelings of sisterhood with

o

ther women wilthout having men ani;theraby’#yiﬁg for attention and

ction. Second, it results in a backlog of shared female experience
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from which every mgmber of the group can draw. Third, it allows for a
ﬁ%?*iculﬂfly honest, forthright, visceral exchange of feelin?s without

tha warry of tempﬁring statements ta preserve an 1maﬁe for males.

[}{}:riﬁally, as Eacrmaﬁ has nated women in sexua;ly 1ntE?Pated grcups will




allow men to dominate the interactions; women alone will télk.

The groups generally meet in the homes of members. The evening
often begins with casual c@nvgféatian over wine or coffse. This
facllitates interaction effectivensss and wili presumably have a

vositive effect on the outcome of the discussion. Then, the small

Tnese are similar to guldelines found in most basic discussion texts.

They admonish the members against in*errumting, generalizing, discussing
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h
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experlences of friends, and particularly for consclousness-raising
ﬂfauﬂs)asainst intarnréﬁlng another woman's experiences for her. They
encourage' members to allow every person to talk very specifically about
their life experiences, to talk only about what they themselves have

wltnessed and felt, and to immediately step in if any rules are broken.

The leadershiv of the group ranges from lailssez faire to democratic.

Someone, generally an older membar in the m@vemEﬁt, ls 1n charze of
bezinning the meeting, stating the previously arranged agenda and

bringing any material. Autocratic leadership is absolutely shunned,

as 1t runs counter to everything that the women's liberation movement
stanas”fsr. The movemsnt gncourages women to renounce théir gulturally,
learnsd passivity and childlike dependence, and bake on responsibility,
functiéz'inﬂapaﬂiently of others, and act like the adults they are in

ti
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ng in tive and action. The group has a commitment to stay

togather for 2 certain psriod of time, and after the membersnip hasx

stabllized, they may to decide not to admit new members until they
hzve comoleted their selected ﬁaals. The members of the group decide

on théif own aﬁenda, usually farmulated at a previous meeting, and are

RIA e provided by R

El{llccauﬂaﬁ‘ed to think abgut the ‘L‘.Dpic‘; 50 .that they have a Pértiélly fDrmgd | ,
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ldea of what they want to say. Sample topics are: why did you marry
your husband? How do you feel about being married? Have you ever

used illness as an excuse not to have sex? Have you ever been pressured
into sex? Have you ever fakéi an orgasm? The materials that members
bring are their feelings about their life-time experiéﬁées as women,

and they share their often disturbing recollections of their lives with

]

the group. "Resistances to Consciousness"” may be considered. They
are defenses such as thinking your man is the exception and thinking
you are a spared woman. The enemy must be named, and that:enemy is
"man" individually and collectively. Interaction samatimesrtakes the
form of "giving testimony" a symposium technlque where each woman in
successlon discusses at lensth a certain toplc and then is quastioned
for clarifying details by the others. Interactions may be mare’
spontanesous, however, with women speaking until they have made a
ccntributicn,Aani other women at random continuing with related
statements. Although tnis method 1s llveller, golng around the circle
and allowing each woman to give testimony usually solicits mors contri-
butions from lower participators. Nevertheless, either way the dis-
cussion is conducted, lower cantributers,ar%ralways glven amplé 0Oppor=
tunity to speak. There 1s a commitment to stick to the toplc of the
evening, although other subjects may be considered after the SubjEGE
has been discussedg At the end of each session, members attempt to
generalize from the common testimony they have heard, in order to
formulate concepts about woman's estate. They might also share
observations about what changes need to be made in society in order
to eradicate the injustices that have been disclosed. The composition
of the Erauz, aside from bEin all femalﬁ, 15 usually hamogenaeu;, as

O there are fréquﬁntly several grcup; 1n town, and a woman neaflnﬁ @f,a




groud through soclal contact or publicity, will naturally join a

i
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zroup with pversons similar to herself.

¥

wWhat the effects of consclousness-raising as & group process are, is
se2en in the exlstence of forces toward conformity;  that conformity is
towards liberated thinklng and activity. |

The language of consclousness-ralsing has a speclal vocabulary
which binds the group together and gives it unity and a-sanse of
identlty. Just as the rhetoric of the political reva;ﬁtignist is a
language of indignation, agitation and change, so too is the rhetoric
of consclousness-ralsing. iha function of the new rhetaric 1s "to
use words to form attitudes or to induce actions in other human sgentsi"
This is vrecisely how the rhetoric of consciousness-ralsing works.
Members of the group are reluctant at first to use this new language,

but they are soon persuaded to 1t. These new symbols work on the

In discussing the rhetoric of the women's libefatiaﬁ movement,
and thus of consclousness-raising, 1tvis valuable to examine certain
key terms, each of which is rooted in the ldeology of the movement,
and also is an agent to convert that ideology into palpable, human,
and soclal fact. The terms crucial for the sake of analysis are:
oopression, male chauvinism, objectification, and perhaps the most
critical of all, c@ﬁséiousnessﬁPaiSingf

Cansci@usnesssraising is this decade's favorite ward;s it 1s thne
wgrd of the future which has captured the collective Imagination of
our soclety. The dictionary mesaning of caﬂscicuéﬁess 1s Ythe essence

or totality of éttituées, opinlons, and sensitivities held or thought

to be held by an individual Dr,gf@ﬁp.“? Interestingly, the term




revolution. Peasant cadres tralned themselves to go out and work
ravolution among the population. These groups, "speaking their bitterness,

took the important step of ralsing the consciousnsss of the people to

understanding and a heightenaﬂsselfsesteem; In its very different
context, this is precisely what the women's liberation movement attempts
to do through consclousness-raising. Its purpose 1s to persuade wonen
that, 1like the Chinese peasants, they have lived in a state of oppression,
and have, in fact, internalized a set of values that have perpetuated
thatAéppPessiaﬂi

Male chauvinism as a concept 1s indissolubly connected to the ildea
of c@nsciguzngss%raisiﬂg. Lexically, chauvinism means "milltant and
boastful devotion to and glorification of one's gcuﬁtryi“lo The male
chauvinist, according to the women's liberation movement, is devoted
to, and glories 1n, the supremacy that he enjoys, often without
realizing it, and that he assumess to be his natural figbt; The goal
in ccnsciausﬁesssfaising is to make WQEEﬂ aware of the fact of male
supremacg, and rhetorically the way this is realized, 1s to put the
label malé,chauvinism on the attitudes that traditionally have supported
that supremacy. Once women recognize male chauviﬂism for what 1t is,
they will have reached the first level of forging a new consclousness.

To objectify, in dictionary usage is "to gresent something as an
object; impart reality to; externalize or make Dbjective_“ll In the
women's llberation movement objectlfication means that men treat women
as ijécts-whiéh they can manipulate. The most obvious level on whicﬁ
this manipulaticn operates is thé ngual Dﬁa;'but it extena$ to man?
Dthgf areéé;éf‘llf% asrwell; and re#éalsvitself in what are seemingly
innocent, but,are_ﬁangtheiagg'insiiiaus:wéysg”aﬂd are, in thelr humaﬁ‘“.' EOE
impart reallty to women through the roles that

po Q@
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they choose to assign them, and having done so, they crsate a
poverful and effectlive means of control. Once woman has been
externalized as cunt, "a woman regarded as a sexual abjeat,"lg and
once she has been objectified as breeder and mother, she has been
stripped of her individuality and dignity. 1In fact, the very labels
the members of women's liberation apply to themselves and to other
females differ markedly from the terms used by the population to
deslgnate womsn as objects,

Uninitiated women then>talk about their experiences with "the
girls" and men, out of deference to the "second sex". refer to "the
ladies. " As women go through consclousness-raising, they discover
that both terms denigrate them. Because they assume their grown up
status, men rarely refer to their male friends as "the boys." “The
girls" suggests that women are overgrown children, play acting, and

‘esponsible human beings. "Ladies" implles strict role playing;

"".ﬁ

not
ladies wear frilly hats and white gloves, cross their legs at the
ankle, and are well bra'd angd glrdled to hold in any suggestion of
sexuality or sensuality; they cannot use or even hear certaln words
which might offend their sensibilities. Ladies are-invisibla, colorless,
énd repressed; they are doomed to play secondary roles to the active
males in society. Woman, "an adult female human beiﬁg“lB is the
counterpart to man, which suggests full aaultﬁaaé and free cholce of

action, behavior, and responsibility. Women want their true humanity

of how 15@@15 elther put them dovn or endow them with full humaﬂ dignityi
%fﬁer consciousness-ralsing members see thamselves as “wamen "

Perhaps ‘the mask cantraversial word in the rhetaric Gf the women's

71b ration mavansnt and of GDHSEiDugnéSSﬁraiSiH? is oppressign. Tg'lmp;y”*f

ERIC.
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that woman is "subjugated or persecuted by man"* 1s to put many

veovnle, both men and women, on the defensive. The person who has not

thought about the questions that the movement has ralsed, but 1is

exposed now and then to its rhetoric, does not like to hear that he

or she is elther oppressor or oppressed. Not only do individuzals not’
like to see themselves in these roles, but they feel that one of
socisty's most basic institutions, the family, 1s undercut if oppression

1

1]

at the root of normzl male-female relationships. Another objection
to ths use of the word oppression in consciousness-ralsing is the !
idea that the oppressed members of soclety are not the middle class
white womsn who make up a large part of the women's movement, but
Blacks, Puerto Ricans, and other minority groups who live under grim
conditions in the ghettos of our citles. Yet, the women's liberation
movement 1lnsists that women are Opuressed---economically, politically,
psychologically, sexually, and soclally by the autharitative, male-
dominated world.

The'fhetcric~af consclousness-ralsing, which is at the heart of
the rhetoric of women's liberation, is one of the most vital instruments
of an 1ldeology whose purpose is to 1iberate women from their oporession,

and thereby bring about social change.
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